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Abstract: Sino-Japanese political relations, fraught with disputes and tension during the
Koizumi years, only began to recover after Abe came to power. This article investigates the
driving forces shaping recent and future bilateral relations. Using evidence from the Koizumi
era, I argue that 1) bilateral commercial links prove a weak stabilizing factor for political
relations; 2) the current distribution of power between China and Japan does not dictate their
strategic rivalry, but they may still treat each other as rivals if they perceive the danger of longterm power transition and mutual hostile intent; 3) the frequent flare-up of bilateral history
disputes can exacerbate mutual threat perceptions among elites and generate popular emotional
pressure for hard-line government policy toward the other country. The future of Sino-Japanese
cooperation heavily depends on their efforts to resolve the negative historical legacy.

Introduction
In the early 1990s some IR scholars argued that Asia was “ripe for rivalry” because the
bipolar structure of the Cold War was giving way to an unstable multipolarity in the
region, and a lack of regional institutions, common values, and collective identity coupled with the rise of China further complicated the Asian security order. Aaron
Friedberg in particular predicted that East Asian countries would undertake intense
arms races, and that the smaller states would choose sides among the regional powers,
allying with some to balance against others.1 This pessimistic view has been contested
in recent years, however, as many observe that the region is fast developing economic
interdependence and security cooperation. Besides, China is increasingly being viewed
as a benign, status quo power, leading other smaller Asian countries away from forming a coalition to contain it.2 Indeed, since 2001 China’s “New Diplomacy” of engaging regional institutions and its neighboring countries, including some former enemies
like South Korea, Vietnam and India, has effectively soothed the region’s fear of its
increasing power.3
A notable exception to this rosy picture of China’s friendly relationships with its
Asian neighbors is in Sino-Japanese relations. A smooth relationship between China
and Japan, the two largest economic and political powerhouses in East Asia, is crucially important to regional stability and prosperity. Yet despite this need, their political
ties over the past decade have been full of twists and turns. Serious bilateral political
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friction arose during the mid-1990s over China’s nuclear tests, offshore island disputes, Taiwan controversy, and Japan’s treatment of Sino-Japanese War history. After
a short relaxation of tensions in 1999–2001, their political relationship deteriorated
again under the Koizumi administration. Top-level diplomacy was virtually paralyzed
due to Beijing’s protest at Koizumi’s annual visits to the Yasukuni Shrine, a Shinto
temple in Tokyo commemorating Japanese war dead, including Class-A war criminals
from World War II. The fallout from these visits has been exacerbated by a plethora of
political disputes in recent years.4 Beijing lamented that bilateral political relations
dropped to the “lowest point since diplomatic normalization in 1972,”5 and declared
improvement a hopeless cause as long as Koizumi was in power.6 After Abe succeeded
Koizumi in September 2006, he refrained from committing to visit Yasukuni and a
bilateral summit meeting quickly resulted. While some believe the stalemate has
entered its twilight stages, others suspect the relationship remains fragile given Abe’s
ambiguous attitude on the issue of history, his active push for constitutional revision,
and the renewed disputes over offshore islands and exclusive economic zones (EEZ) in
East China Sea (ECS).7
Not only is Japan one of the few countries with which China’s relationship has
worsened rather than improved under its “New Diplomacy,” but their tensions have
also occurred despite a number of factors that objectively should have promoted their
cooperation. Two such examples are the high level of commercial interactions between
China and Japan, and their shared strategic goal of maintaining a nuclear-free, stable
Korean Peninsular. Their interests should continue to converge in the context of
increased institutional building toward both an economic and security community in
East Asia. Despite these factors Sino-Japanese relations have remained deeply troubled, which is particularly puzzling to students of East Asian international relations.
Efforts to grapple with the trajectory of Sino-Japanese relations have largely
centered on three different driving forces. The first is the salutary effect of the close
bilateral economic interactions which, according to commercial liberalism, should
promote a harmonious political relationship. However, Section I of this article shows
that during the Koizumi years Japanese and Chinese policymakers felt neither strong
economic incentives nor business lobby pressure to adopt an accommodative policy
towards the other nation.
The second driving force is the effect of realpolitik. Some realists believe that the
post-Cold War multipolar structure in East Asia combined with uneven economic
growth between China and Japan have set the stage for a Sino-Japanese strategic
rivalry and dampened their incentives for cooperation. I argue in Section II that a
static, simplistic realist approach stemming merely from current power distribution in
East Asia is insufficient to explain Sino-Japanese diplomatic setbacks during the
Koizumi years as the balance of power did not suddenly shift, the conflict of interest
between the two remained mild, and their political disputes did not involve vital
national interests. However, if applying a more fine-grained realist view that takes into
account not just states’ capabilities in the near future but also their feeling of
uncertainty regarding long-term power trends as well as mutual perceptions of intent,
one can better understand the sense of anxiety and mutual suspicion bedeviling
Sino-Japanese relations.
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One of the most important sources of Chinese and Japanese concerns for mutual
intent is the contested war history of the 1930s–40s, which is the third driving force
shaping bilateral relations. In Section III I demonstrate that the emotional and perceptual power of conflicting war memories can heighten the distrust between Chinese and
Japanese elites, as well as motivate hawkish public demands for confrontational government policy to handle bilateral disputes. In the past few years, the history factor
reinforced, or even exaggerated, realpolitik concerns and significantly worsened political relations.

The Weak Influence of Commercial Ties
Sino-Japanese economic interactions grew rapidly during the Koizumi years. Figure 1
shows that bilateral trade increased at a much faster pace during 2001–06 than in previous years. China replaced the US as Japan’s No. 1 trade partner from 2004 on, and
Japan was China’s top trade partner for 11 years, only falling slightly behind the EU
and US since 2004. Japanese FDI to China has also surged since 1998; China is now by
far the largest destination for Japanese investment in Asia.8
Optimistic media and scholars suggest that such deepening economic interactions
should serve as a stabilizing force in Sino-Japanese relations, citing the Manchester liberal view that free trade facilitates the harmony of interests and maintenance of peace.9
Recent studies on economic interdependence suggest that it can discourage war policy
because economic cost will arise when war disrupts commerce.10 While the literature
emphasizes the correlation between commerce and the reduced likelihood of war, a
liberal IR scholar may posit that commerce can also moderate mutual policy in times
FIGURE 1
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short of war for fear that a rapidly worsening political relationship will eventually
harm economic interest.
Following Ikenberry and Mastanduno, this moderating effect of commercial ties
can occur through two mechanisms: first, “states become reluctant to disrupt or jeopardize the welfare benefits of open economic exchange,” and second, “domestic interest groups with a stake in interdependence constrain the ability of the state to act
autonomously.”11 As for the former mechanism, assuming that Chinese and Japanese
leaders had an important political stake in maximizing economic growth, they should
refrain from actions that threaten to harm it.12 The latter mechanism means business
groups with strong interest in bilateral economic interaction should lobby decisionmakers towards moderate diplomatic positions. The precondition for these mechanisms to function is that national macroeconomic performance and/or the relevant
business groups either have been or are feared to be negatively affected by bilateral
political tension.13
However, during the Koizumi era the precondition for the two mechanisms to play
a constraining role was lacking. On the first mechanism, during 2001–06 China and
Japan’s economies both grew steadily despite the frequent political/diplomatic turbulence. In the absence of obvious macroeconomic damage, there should be no strong
economic incentives for national leaders to alter their diplomatic positions.
One may argue that the leaders should still feel pressure to make certain conciliatory
gestures, such as to refrain from visiting Yasukuni and resume summit meetings, if they
fear long-term economic damage should bilateral interdependence become compromised by political problems. But two conditions need to be satisfied for this fear to take
real effect. One is that the damage must be sufficiently heavy should the commercial
ties be severely compromised in the future. Yet the rupture of Sino-Japanese commercial ties may not be unbearably costly because the two countries do not rely on each
other for strategically important goods like energy resources, and both China and Japan
can easily find ready alternatives, albeit at a slightly higher price, to substitute for each
other’s export market, manufacturing bases, and industrial products.14 The other condition is that the decision-makers should believe that political problems, if not resolved,
would ultimately compromise bilateral commercial relations. However, while the
booming commercial ties with China are often considered as a major contributor to
Japanese economic recovery, many in Japan believed the economic and political aspects
of the relationship were mutually isolated, as in the so-called “cold politics–hot economy” (seirei-keinetsu) paradox. Koizumi for one openly claimed that his Yasukuni visits “would not impede economic ties and personnel exchanges with China.”15
Chinese policy elites were split on the connection between the “cold politics” and
“hot economy.” One school echoed the Japanese notion that the economic aspect was
unaffected by politics.16 The opposite claimed that the economic interaction was not
hot, given the slow growth of bilateral trade and stagnation of large cooperative
projects, and would turn cold sooner or later if political relations continued to deteriorate.17 A subtle variation of this view argued that regardless of the economic cost of
political tensions, the Chinese should maintain the inseparability of economics and
politics lest it play into the hands of Japanese right-wingers who used seirei-keinetsu to
resist compromise on such political issues as the Yasukuni visits.18
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Still, should the “cold politics” indeed hurt the economy, Chinese policy elites
believed that either any “relative loss” in this relationship would favor China or they
insisted that political principles should not be sacrificed for economic interest. Specifically, one strongly held view was that Japan’s economic well-being depended much
more on China than China’s did on Japan,19 thus even though Chinese economic interests were also at stake, it was the Japanese side that should be more eager to improve
political relations.20 Still some contended that both countries had a heavy stake in the
commercial links, but even they refrained from advising the Chinese government to be
conciliatory since issues like Yasukuni involved Chinese political principles that
should never be compromised.21
As for the second constraining mechanism, the business lobby, its function is plausible due to a significant component of the bilateral trade increase in recent years being
driven by Japanese FDI to China. If political turbulence threatened the business operation of these firms in China, they were likely to lobby the government to moderate
political tension. While survey data suggest that some Japanese firms indeed incurred
costs during the anti-Japanese demonstrations of April 2005, even more firms reported
no serious losses during this period.22 Meanwhile, the majority of Japanese firms worried about the negative impact of political turbulence on the future Japanese economy,
and those industrial sectors with a heavy stake in China were particularly concerned.23
However, there is little evidence to suggest that the Japanese business circle actively
pushed the Koizumi administration to soften its policy toward China.24 The position
of Japan’s biggest business organization, Keidanren, on Koizumi’s China policy was at
most ambivalent. In September 2005, Keidanren Chairman Okuda secretly visited
China twice, meeting with both Premier Wen Jiabao and President Hu Jintao, respectively. Between the two meetings he met with Koizumi in Tokyo, where he was
believed to have relayed messages between the two governments on the issue of
Yasukuni. Yet officially Keidaren declined to comment on the Okuda-Hu talks, and
Okuda soon said publicly that Koizumi’s shrine visits were affecting Sino-Japanese
political relations, but that there had been no major change on the economic front.25
Moreover, at a later press conference when Okuda called for improving relations with
China lest the commercial ties be jeopardized, the soon-to-be chairman of Keidanren,
Mitarai, backed Koizumi’s foreign policy and suggested that when political trouble
happened the business should try to bridge the gap.26
One likely explanation for Keidaren’s lukewarm attitude is that political turbulence
had not heavily damaged Japanese business interests. Concerns for the long-term impact
indeed arose among some business elites, but they either lacked the support of a unified,
corporate-based lobbying machine to exert any significant political influence or their
economic concerns were offset by nationalist sentiments that resisted compromise with
China. In May 2006, the Japan Association of Corporate Executives (Keizai Doyukai)
issued a written proposal urging Koizumi to stop the Yasukuni visits, the first such call
by a key Japanese business organization.27 However, Doyukai’s lobbying power is weak
as its members participate as individuals free of corporate identities.28 Still, some
Doyukai members supported Koizumi’s shrine visits and resented the association for
overruling their opinion. Because of the internal rift and external pressure it experienced
after issuing the proposal, Doyukai soon became silent on the Yasukuni issue.29
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The dissidents within Doyukai were not alone; quite a few Japanese businessmen,
though fearing long-term economic damage from the “cold politics,” felt the government should not yield to Chinese pressure. In a April 2005 poll of young businessmen
from the Japan Junior Chamber who were both doing business in China and South
Korea and active in citizen level diplomacy, 69 percent of the over 3,000 respondents
believed that “the cause [of anti-Japanese protests] does not lie on the Japanese side.”
When asked to suggest ways to maintain amicable relations, 79 percent of respondents
answered “not to listen to the Chinese and ROK demands,” and 72 percent criticized
the Japanese government for “failing to take a firm stance.”30 Similar to the Chinese
policy elites discussed above, Japanese business leaders were not single-minded in
maximizing profit; they too were subject to the countervailing sentiment that Japan’s
political interest must be defended even if it meant economic loss. This sentiment can
be attributed to the impact of historical memory, as will be discussed later.
Therefore, commercial liberalism is weak in explaining Sino-Japanese political relations during the Koizumi period. However, two caveats about the effect of economic
interdependence are in order. First, much of the aforementioned China’s New Diplomacy was to develop tighter economic integration with its Asian neighbors. While the
direct goal was primarily to enhance China’s own “power and plenty,” this diplomatic
campaign also created a general atmosphere of common interest with these countries
and mitigated their apprehension about and possible resistance to the rise of China.
Additionally, China’s engagement in a web of regional economic interdependence was
believed to have the function of constraining the military adventurism of China as a
rising power.31
Even in Sino-Japanese relations, the exception in the overall successful New Diplomacy, the positive role of commercial links should not be completely rejected. A
recent modification of the liberal school of IR theory suggests that whether economic
interdependence will ensure peace depends on states’ expectations of future trade:
long-term expectations of open trade will increase the value of continued peace for
states, while the perceived danger of future trade severance will push states toward
aggressive foreign policy.32 It is exactly because Sino-Japanese economic interaction
showed no clear sign of decline despite the political troubles that Chinese and Japanese
confidence in free, open bilateral trade in the foreseeable future remained robust. The
expected value for continued commercial ties thus increased the value of continued
peace in the eyes of their leaders. Without the strong commercial links and the belief in
the future continuation of these links Sino-Japanese relations might have been worse,
or they might even have had militarized disputes.

The Role of Realpolitik: Balance of Power, the Future
Perspective and Threat Perception
During the Koizumi years Sino-Japanese political relations experienced a downward
spiral, sparking a lively discussion about an intensifying rivalry between the two countries.33 In an international rivalry the goals and interests of the two sides are largely
incompatible while overlapping interests are rare; thus each side emphasizes relative
gains and compromise in bilateral disputes becomes difficult.34 A realist theory focusing on systemic distribution of power as the decisive factor driving states’ external
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behaviors could find at least two fundamental structural reasons supporting the thesis
of a Sino-Japanese rivalry.35
One lies in the end of the Cold War and the accompanying shift in East Asian
international alignment. While China and Japan jointly countered the Soviet threat
during the 1970s–80s, such strategic solidarity faded away with the end of the superpowers’ confrontation.36 Now the traditional strategic interaction—balance of power
between regional powers in a multipolar setting—resumed its dominance in East
Asia.37 To those who believe that multipolarity is intrinsically conflict-prone, this systemic transition from a bipolar to multipolar structure would destabilize East Asian
international relations.38 If this view is right, regional powers like China and Japan
should engage in intense power struggle for dominance, as European powers did in
modern history.39 But it should be noted that other IR theorists have suggested that
both bipolarity and multipolarity can be stable as well as unstable, depending to a large
extent on unit-level factors.40 For one thing, Europe today is also multipolar but much
more peaceful than historically.
The second structural cause of Sino-Japanese rivalry has to do with the uneven
growth of Chinese and Japanese economies. During the Koizumi years, China’s GDP
grew at a double-digit rate, but Japan’s only slowly recovered from recession, reaching
approximately 2 percent since 2003. Realists emphasize the destabilizing effect of
shifting distribution of power on international relations. Thucydides claimed that the
Peloponnesian War was fundamentally caused by “the growth of Athenian power and
the fear which this caused in Sparta.”41 Gilpin, Organski, and Kugler also argue that
changing power differentials tend to spark systemic conflict between the declining
power and the rising power.42 While in the past the Chinese economy lagged far
behind Japan, now China seems to have entered the same league as Japan. Following
William Thompson, two states are strategic rivals if they see each other as “threatening
competitors who are categorized as enemies.”43 The last time China and Japan reached
roughly comparable levels of national power was in 1894, and a war erupted between
the ascending Meiji Japan and declining Qing Empire. The same kind of power parity, if
truly in existence today, could cause serious Sino-Japanese conflict once again.44 Some
realists see that Japan is already balancing the rise of China by consolidating security
cooperation with the US.45
However, several factors should mitigate the security impact of uneven Sino-Japanese
economic growth, at least in the near future. First, the rise of China has fallen short of challenging the status quo in international power distribution or catching up with Japanese
superiority in terms of both economic prowess and air and naval power (see Table 1).
Table 1 shows that despite the rapid growth of the Chinese economy in the last
decade, Japan’s GDP is still more than twice that of China. The fact that the Japanese
economy began to recover during the Koizumi years made it even harder for China to
rapidly close the gap. Besides this, because the Chinese population surged during this
period, its per capita GDP continued to fall far behind that of Japan.46
Chinese military spending has increased rapidly over the past decade, but the actual
figure was a hotly debated topic largely due to the lack of transparency present on the
Chinese side.47 Likewise, neither is Japan’s figure clearly defined as its calculation
method, different from that of most Western countries, tends to downplay Japanese
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TABLE 1
SINO-JAPANESE BALANCE OF POWER, 1995 AND 2005

1995 China
Japan
2005 China
Japan

GDP
($bn
constant
2000)

Per Capita
GDP($)

792
4,430
1,890
4,993

685
35,322
1,449
39,075

Defense
Armed
Combat
Principal
Submarines Nuclear
Expenditure
Forces
Aircraft
Surface
Warheads
($bn)
(thousand)
Combatants
7.48a
53.8
29.5a
44.7

2,930
239
2,255
240

4,970
450
2,643
380

50
63
63
53

52
18
69
16

434b
0
410
0

Economic data are from The World Bank, World Development Indicators; military power data, unless indicated otherwise, are from International Institute of Strategic Studies, The Military Balance and “Strategic Asia by the Numbers,”
Strategic Asia 2006–07.
a
Official budget at market exchange rates.
b
1993 number from Robert S. Norris et al. British, French, and Chinese Nuclear Weapons (Boulder, CO: Westview
Press, 1994).

defense expenditures. By using the Western method, Japan can be ranked as the third
largest military spender, behind the US and Russia but still well ahead of China.48
In terms of current military capabilities, China’s strength lies mainly in its
2 million-strong ground forces, compared to Japan’s compact army that is roughly
one-tenth the size. But it is inconceivable that China and Japan would fight a land war
in the foreseeable future, and what is more relevant to their defense against mutual
threat is the balance of air and naval power. In this respect Japan enjoys a clear superiority, even without counting in the support of the American Seventh Fleet in the
Pacific Ocean. The Japanese Air Self-Defense Force (ASDF) has the strongest arsenal
in the region, including about 200 F-15s, 50 F-2s, a variant of American F-16s jointly
developed by Japan and the US, and 13 E-2C early warning aircraft.49 In contrast, the
huge force of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army Air Force (PLAAF) is mainly
made up of second- and third- generation aircraft, except for the 78 Su-27s and 76 Su30 fighter-bombers purchased from Russia in the last decade.
Similarly, the People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) has a high quantity but low
quality. The pride of the fleet is two Russian Sovremenny-class guided missile destroyers
(DDG), four Russian Kilo-class attack submarines, and a handful of domestically developed Song-class submarines. In recent years China has been trying to address the serious
shortfall. In 2004 China launched a new diesel submarine, the Yuan-class. It also took two
new Sovremenny DDGs from Russia by 2006, and is expecting to get the last two of eight
additional Kilo-class submarines by late 2007.50 Still, the Japanese Maritime Self-Defense
Force (MSDF) has the best submarines and largest destroyer force in the region, including
six Kongo-class destroyers equipped with the state-of-the-art Aegis war fighting system.
On top of this, its over 100 P-3C patrol and surveillance aircraft, another 100 advanced
anti-submarine helicopters, and the world’s largest mine fleet ensure that Japan is secure
from the threats of submarine and mine warfare.51 Overall, Japanese MSDF continues to
outclass China’s “maturing but still adolescent navy.”52
China’s missile forces are an exception to its overall backward military arsenal. The
PLA now maintains 30 or more Intercontinental Ballistic Missles (ICBMs), 110 or
more Intermediate-Range Ballistic Missles (IRBMs), and about 700 Short-Range
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Ballistic Missles (SRBMs), which gives China a “full spectrum of offensive missile
forces as well as a bona fide second-strike nuclear deterrent.”53 Facing the potential
missile threat from China and North Korea, Japan has sped up its missile defense
cooperation with the US in recent years. It will deploy ground-based PAC-III interceptors and begin to arm its Aegis-equipped destroyers with Ballistic Missle Defense
(BMD) capabilities by 2007, and deploy sea-based Standard Missile 3 interceptors by
2008.54 As for Japan’s security under the Chinese nuclear threat, the US–Japan alliance
provides Japan with a safe nuclear umbrella, and Japan itself possesses all the expertise
and materials to “go nuclear” should it decide to do so.
Indeed, mainstream Japanese policymakers and strategic analysts have not seen
China as an immediate military threat. Koizumi explicitly spoke of China’s rise as not
a threat but an opportunity for Japan.55 Japanese official documents released during
the Koizumi years, including the Araki Report by an advisory panel to Koizumi, the
new defense guideline, and annual defense white paper all called on the government to
closely monitor the trend of Chinese military buildup to evaluate “whether it exceeds
the level necessary for national defense,” but none of them directly labeled China as a
threat.56 The well-regarded annual review published by Japan’s Research Institute for
Peace and Security (RIPS), Asian Security, pointed out in 2004, “given China’s GDP is
only ¼ of that of Japan, the gap in our military powers is huge. Even though China’s
launching of a manned spacecraft in October 2003 greatly boosted its prestige, it has
not suddenly changed Japan–China balance of power.”57 Even ardent advocates of the
“China threat” noted the PLA’s lack of power projection capability, poor quality of
weapons and low comprehensive combat potential as its ostensible weakness.58 In fact,
during 2002–06 the Japanese defense budget decreased annually in absolute yen value,
showing that the government felt no urgent need to respond to any external threat.59
Second, Sino-Japanese strategic rivalry was not preordained by conflicting interests
as they also had many shared goals. Their economies were not only highly interdependent but also mutually complementary.60 They had shared interest in de-nuclearizing
the Korean Peninsular. Additionally, there was considerable room for bilateral cooperation on various global issues “ranging from energy security, environmental protection, climate change, prevention and control of diseases to counter-terrorism,
combating transnational crimes and the prevention of proliferation of weapons of
massive destruction.”61
Moreover, none of the issues of bilateral contention involved their vital strategic
interests. On the Taiwan problem, after the PRC took over the ROC’s UN seat and the
US withdrew troops from Taiwan and pledged the “One China” policy in the 1970s,
Taiwan ceased to be a matter of international legitimacy or national survival for Beijing.
At stake instead was China’s national identity and pride because it treated the recovery
of such “lost territories” as Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan from old “imperialist powers” as a symbol of national rejuvenation. The government would face a legitimacy crisis
if it showed any signs of compromise in sovereignty disputes over Taiwan. Beijing
fiercely protested Japan’s alleged interference in the Taiwan issue whenever it saw
increased Japanese political contacts with or the application of the US–Japan security
treaty to Taiwan. But Tokyo, alarmed by the 1995–96 Taiwan Strait crisis and China’s
military buildup in the coastal area facing Taiwan, frequently voiced the concern that
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Beijing might use force against Taiwan. Since China lacked the military capability to
conquer Taiwan in the short term and tip the balance of power in West Pacific,62 what
threatened Japan more was the long-term prospect that China might eventually unify
Taiwan when its power was sufficiently strong, and/or the violent escalation of a crossstrait crisis that would destabilize the region and damage Japan’s maritime interest.
While Beijing and Tokyo held quite different long-term perspectives over Taiwan, in
the short term their interests actually converged because they both wished to prevent
military conflict in Taiwan Strait to maintain sea-lane safety on the Pacific Rim that
would ensure the free flow of resources and overseas market access.
Besides the Taiwan controversy, in both 1990 and 1996 major crises between China
and Japan erupted over the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands in the ECS. During the Koizumi
years, the non-governmental baodiao (defending Diaoyu) campaign thrived in China,
repeatedly causing diplomatic friction with Japan.63 Meanwhile, bilateral disputes over
EEZ rights in the ECS intensified as China insisted on the principle of continental
shelf boundaries while Japan used the midpoint to delimit their EEZ boundary. Particularly, the two governments locked horns from 2004 over the natural gas field of
Chunxiao on the Chinese side of the median line. China felt it had every right to
explore resources within its own EEZ, but Japan worried that China might tap Japanese
natural resources because the field extends into Japan’s EEZ.64
However, the disputed offshore islands are merely barren and windswept rocks
that lack significant strategic or economic significance. Gaining a foothold in the ECS
could be important should China seek to dominate maritime Asia and ultimately defy
the US hegemon. However, at least in the short term China, lacking power projection
capabilities and sophisticated naval warfare weapons and doctrines, will be unable to
challenge the formidable US military presence in the Asia-Pacific and Japan’s naval
superiority. As for the economic value, the estimates of oil and gas reserves in the ECS
are greatly disputed and largely “speculative.”65 The much disputed Chunxiao gas field
was estimated to have 36.9 million tons of crude oil, only equivalent to Japan’s natural
gas consumption for one month.66 In September 2004, Unocal and Royal Dutch/Shell
pulled out of the project for “commercial reasons,” reflecting the lack of confidence in
the profitability of the gas field by international oil majors.67 One may contend that
even though the ECS has limited proven resources, it could still meet China’s immediate energy needs, particularly in large population centers and industrial bases on the
East coast such as Shanghai. But in fact the natural gas shortage in Chinese coastal cities was not a problem of energy security, and the ECS gas could not provide a steady
supply to relieve the shortage.68
Therefore, if narrowly focusing on a static distribution of power, a realist explanation will have trouble making a determinate prediction about Sino-Japanese political
relations. In fact, realists themselves admit that “in the short run, the relative distribution of power is often uncertain and leaders often face ambiguous and contradictory
information,”69 and “current circumstances are less important than emerging trends.”70
So how states behave internationally is shaped by not just the present balance of power
but also long-term projection of the external security environment, especially regarding
the sources and potency of the potential threat. If factoring in the perception of each
other’s future capabilities and intent, a more sophisticated realist argument may better
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explain the recent deterioration in Sino-Japanese relations than a materialist, near-term
focused approach.71
In terms of future capabilities, both Gilpin’s and Oranski and Kugler’s theories
actually suggest that states tend to take action in anticipation of a future power shift
rather than wait until the shift actually occurs. So one can argue that even though the
Sino-Japanese balance of power has remained largely unchanged, provided that their
uneven economic growth will remain, Japanese leaders may fear a potential Chinese
hegemon and decide to balance against China now, not later. Conversely, if China’s
economic growth stagnates, Japan will continue to enjoy security confidence and feel
no immediate pressure to rival China. During the Koizumi years alarmist remarks
about a China threat were often heard in Japanese policy circles, such as those by
Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) leader Maehara Seiji and Foreign Minister Aso Taro
on separate occasions in December 2005, and ASDF General Takiwaki Hiroyuki in
February 2006.72 This “China threat thesis” was precisely based on the fear of China’s
potential to become a regional hegemon in the future rather than on its current military capability.73
Additionally, how the future Sino-Japanese balance of power may shift will also
cause different dynamics in the US–China–Japan relations triangle: the US may organize
an encirclement of China in Asia should Chinese power grow rapidly, which would
reinforce the Sino-Japanese rivalry; but if the Chinese economy slows down, the US
may pull back from the region and Japan may develop independent military capabilities,
including nuclear weapons, which may trigger a nervous response from China.74
Aside from capabilities, two countries can pose a potential threat to one another if
their intents are viewed as threatening. As Stephen Walt says, even states with modest
capabilities can be seen as a threat if they are perceived to have aggressive intentions.75
However, to determine other states’ long-term intent is a challenging task. Without precise, objective information, policymakers frequently rely on subjective factors to make
future estimates of the external environment. In his seminal work on threat perception,
Klaus Knorr claims that “a threat is usually not observable. It is a cognitive construct.”76
Two broadly defined factors can inform the intention-based threat perception. One
is a state’s current conduct, which may reveal aggressive intentions. Walt argues that
Libya’s confrontational policy to the West caused major powers and neighboring
countries to coordinate their actions to counterbalance its threat, and the expansionist
behaviors of pre-World War I Germany alarmed British leaders, who decided to
respond to the German threat with arms buildup.
In the same vein, Chinese and Japanese assertiveness in international military affairs
can signal hostile intentions to others. Actually, Japanese and Chinese strategic assessments show considerable concern regarding each other’s desire for military expansionism as judged from their current policies. The Japanese annual defense white paper has
since 1999 continuously pointed to the unauthorized operations of Chinese oceanic
research vessels and even naval ships in its surrounding waters as one of the major
destabilizing factors in Japan’s security environment. Particularly, a Han-class
Chinese nuclear-powered submarine passed Japanese territorial waters submerged in
November 2004, prompting an unusually high level of alert by the Japanese MSDF.77
Speculations regarding China’s motives abounded in Japanese media and among
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Japanese defense specialists, ranging from the desire to keep Japan in check amid the
bilateral dispute in the ECS, to display a “military presence” in the area as well as to
test Japan’s anti-submarine warfare capabilities and government response, and to prepare for an armed confrontation with US forces during a possible Taiwan crisis.78
As for the Chinese strategic perception of Japan, the defense white papers stressed
Japan’s missile defense, its overseas military activities, and its attempt to exercise collective
security through constitutional revision, as the complicated security factors in the
region.79 Particularly after the eruption of the War on Terror, Japan enacted the Antiterrorism Special Measures Law authorizing the deployment of the SDF troops to the
conflict-ridden Iraq, and the Japanese Diet passed three emergency bills to strengthen the
defense establishment in case of external military attack. Japan also became less hesitant to
weigh in on regional security issues, such as those regarding North Korea and Taiwan. In
February 2005, Japan and the US issued a joint declaration not only condemning North
Korea’s nuclear weapons program but also stating “the peaceful resolution” of the Taiwan issue was a common strategic objective. In the eyes of Chinese strategic analysts,
these moves marked a major departure from Japan’s low-key attitude to international
military affairs in the past, signaling an “all-out transformation” (quanmian zhuanxing)
in Japan’s military doctrine from exclusive defense towards a more “outwardly directed
posture” (waixiang xing).80 Some even claimed that Japan’s SDF was changing from a
force of “territorial defense” (bentu fangwei xing) into “regional intervention” (diqu
ganyu xing), with the ability for “preemptive strike” (xianfa zhiren).81
To be sure, judging a state’s intention from its current conduct can cause serious
misperception. A state can camouflage its aggressive actions to deliberately deceive its
adversaries. And when a state’s actions do exhibit assertiveness, they could be out of
defensive rather than offensive purposes. In the case of China, it engaged in active military buildup because of the concern that its outdated arsenal was insufficient to
defend its large land mass, to counter the danger of Taiwanese independence given
American military support to Taiwan, or to meet the new security challenges surrounding the country since the American-led War on Terror began.82 Yet China’s military modernization and increased operations in its coastal waters can be easily seen as
an indication of its aggressive intention. Similarly, Japan strengthened its alliance with
the US and provided active support for its anti-terrorism war in part to hedge against
China, a rising power whose intention is uncertain, and in part to reduce the risk of
abandonment as Japan relied on America for its nuclear deterrence. But the US–Japan
alliance has a paradoxical implication for China: the alliance is seen as benign if it
serves as a “cork in the bottle” of Japanese militarism, or even in the bottle of US policy,83 but would appear provocative if it takes on an interventionist posture in Asia.
Especially as since the late 1990s the alliance has become more assertive about ensuring
Taiwanese security and accelerated missile defense cooperation, which China suspects
would be used to defend Taiwan or neutralize the Chinese nuclear deterrence. Thus
the strengthening of the US–Japan alliance, if it exceeds a certain limit, could spark
deep Chinese suspicion and generate a Sino-Japanese security dilemma.84
The second non-capability factor indicating states’ future intention is the preexisting belief systems, cognitive schemas, and even emotional biases of leaders.85
A schema precedes and conditions the formation of people’s perception of the
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external world, keeping them from revising the schema with the help of discrepant
information, thus diminishing their ability to learn from the environment.86
Cognitive schemas built on recent, memorable, or easily imagined events are particularly easy to be retrieved to “match” new situations.87 Recognizing the role of ideas
and emotions in foreign policymaking is not to say that power does not matter.
Thomas Berger says East Asian nations are indeed sensitive to military balance and
external threats, but their perception of and response to these structural, material
forces are often conditioned by cultural-ideational factors, including the “deeprooted historically based suspicions and animosities, frustrated nationalism, and
distinct conceptions of national identity and their differing understanding of the
national mission in international affairs.”88
Of particular relevance to the cognitive schema in Sino-Japanese relations is
undoubtedly the history of their traumatic war during the 1930s–40s; recent works
suggest the legacy of the war history has cast a shadow over their relations.89 From a
fine-tuned realist perspective, the troubled political relationship between the two
countries in the Koizumi years would be explicable if historical memory indeed worsened their mutual threat perception so as to harden their policies toward one another.
This is what the next section considers.

The Perceptual and Emotional Impact of Divergent Memories
National Myths, Divergent Memories, and the Mechanisms of Emotion and Intention

The existing studies acknowledge the negative legacy of war history in shaping
Sino-Japanese relations, but are vague on how this effect actually occurs. I develop an
analytical framework to capture the rather elusive causal impact of historical memory
on foreign policy. It adopts the assumption of social memory study that memory is
an image of the past collectively constructed by a social group in the present.90 While
different social groups form different memories of the past, ruling elites tend to create
self-glorifying, self-whitewashing and other-maligning national myths for instrumental purposes.91 Once institutionalized as the hegemonic national memory through
school textbooks and other propaganda tools, national myths would cause divergent
historical interpretations between former enemy countries regarding not just what
happened in past traumatic conflict, but also the nature and scope of responsibility
for the conflict.92
Two causal mechanisms link divergent memories to foreign policy: emotion and
intention. In terms of emotion, the victim country, embracing myths of victimization
and self-righteousness, will feel deep grievances about its enormous sufferings in the
past, which can translate into a strong sense of entitlement vis-à-vis the perpetrator.
In addition, other-maligning myths held by the victim stimulate the emotion of contempt for the perpetrator country, especially if that country denies its historical
responsibility, which may be condemned as morally despicable. As for the perpetrator country, its self-glorifying and self-whitewashing myths will lead to a lack of
sympathy for the victim and a failure to understand its animosity and bitterness. Dismissing the victim’s emotions as unreasonable and self-indulgent, the people of the
perpetrator country will develop emotions of disgust and frustration because they are
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constantly reminded of the disgraceful past that they wish to forget, and they blame
the national shame (not guilt) not on their past crimes but the victim’s obsession with
the past.
Conflict over historical interpretation can also worsen mutual perception of intention.
The victim country tends to link the unrepentant attitude of the perpetrator to its evil
intention, and thus worry about any remaining or reviving aggressive ambitions from
the perpetrator. Meanwhile, the perpetrator country finds the sense of entitlement of
the victim state unjustified and only used as a disguise for its hostile intentions. A victim country’s quest for national greatness in the name of redeeming itself from past
suffering and humiliation will especially stimulate fear of revanchist menace on the
perpetrator side.
The mechanisms of emotion and intention can influence foreign policy by changing
public opinion and elite perception so as to set the foreign policy agenda, limit policy
options, and constrain policy implementation. Two general predictions can be inferred
regarding the distinct reactions of the public and elites to these two mechanisms. In
this article I define “elites” as national leaders and high-ranking government officials
directly involved in policymaking, as well as foreign and military policy specialists
playing the advisory role for the government.
Prediction 1: Negative emotions and perceived intentions motivate public pressure
on the government to adopt hard-line policies on specific bilateral issues.
Herbert Kelman argues from a social psychological point of view that the “collective moods” of public opinion centering on traumatic memories can figure prominently in national consciousness so as to produce “powerful social norms.” Leaders
are compelled to keep their policy in line with the prevailing norms, even if these
norms have origins in their own mythmaking practices, often “choosing hostile
actions over conciliatory ones.”93 So a circular relationship exists between elites and
public opinion: elite mythmaking shapes negative public opinion, but public opinion
can later constrain the leaders when they consider policy change.
How exactly does a negative public mood influence specific policy issues? RisseKappen argues that the public can “affect the choices of top decision makers by changing
policy goals or how those goals are prioritized, or by narrowing the range of options
and/or means to implement goals,” or “influence the coalition-building processes
among the elites.”94 Particularly if the attentive segment of the public, sometimes
called sub-elites, advocates a confrontational stance, they are more likely to constrain
government policy on specific bilateral issues than the mass public, who are less
informed and interested regarding the targeted issue areas.
To prove this prediction, one needs to show evidence that the negative public opinion can 1) directly constrain elite policy deliberation to favor hard-line options, or 2)
strengthen the hands of hard-line elites over moderate ones, thus indirectly influencing
government decision-making. And this prediction requires a corollary, which is that
public opinion data should show a significant downturn in mutual feelings of affection/closeness and trust and, more importantly, the main sources of the downturn are
the negative emotions and perception of hostile intentions derived from bilateral
memory conflict.
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Prediction 2: Negative perception of intentions, but not necessarily emotions,
heightens elite threat perception, relative gains concerns, and willingness to risk
conflict regarding another country.
Due to the “blowback” phenomenon, elites may also believe national myths if previously generated myths are internalized, regardless of the original instrumental purposes of such mythmaking.95 However unlike the public, evidence could be lacking to
demonstrate the effect of emotion on elites, especially in published sources or professional interlocutions, since their occupation values sober, rational reasoning. But elites
should feel less restrained from expressing realpolitik concerns about relative gains
and potential mutual threat, and these concerns should stem from not just rational
assessment of international power distribution but also the mechanism of intention as
a result of conflicting historical interpretations.
War Myths and Sino-Japanese History Disputes

Elsewhere I have argued that both Japanese and Chinese ruling elites purveyed
national myths about their war history in the 1930s–40s.96 Postwar Japanese conservative elites instilled three myths in national war memory. First, the “myth of the military clique” blamed a small group of military leaders for launching the war and
asserted that the Japanese people were peace-loving, innocent victims of the war. This
myth whitewashed the complicity of a wide range of wartime political actors, including the emperor and court officials, zaibatsu, civilian politicians, and high-ranking
bureaucrats. It also ignored the enthusiastic support that numerous ordinary Japanese
had given to the war policy. Second, the Western-centric myth held Japan responsible
for opening hostilities against the Western Allies but evaded its aggression and atrocities in Asia. Third, the “heroic sacrifice” myth gave imperial soldiers special honor for
having sacrificed themselves for the nation. By extolling the military’s image, conservative historiography circumvented the fundamental mistakes in the war policy and
the horrendous atrocities committed by the military rank and file.
National myths also permeated Chinese war memory. In the first two postwar
decades, China’s official war history played down Japanese war atrocities and drew a
distinction between the majority of innocent Japanese and a handful of militarists.
However, since the early 1980s, Deng Xiaoping and his successors tried to foster an
assertive nationalist ideology in order to enhance regime legitimacy, mobilize public
support for economic reform, and appease conservative hardliners critical of the
reform agenda. Through a nationwide patriotic education campaign, Beijing promoted
a national history centered on the conflict between the Chinese nation and foreign
nations that had invaded China in the past, especially Japan. While reversing the previous cover-up of Japanese atrocities, the new narrative went to the other extreme to
arouse Chinese victimhood and demonize Japan.
Because of their divergent understandings of the war history, China blamed Japan
for failing to come to terms with its past, and constantly demanded Japanese contrition. Yet Japan believed its wartime actions were not particularly sinister, and Japan
had settled its war legacy through bilateral diplomatic treaties and numerous official
apologies, albeit largely ambiguous and limited. Many in Japan fiercely rejected
China’s history bashing of Japan as interference with its internal affairs.
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Consequently, the two countries stumbled into one historical quarrel after
another, including repeated controversies over Japanese history textbooks,
Yasukuni incidents, and Japanese compensation to Chinese war victims. Recently,
the Japanese government even lodged its own protest against the anti-Japanese
theme in Chinese history textbooks, escalating the history disputes into more acrimonious finger-pointing.97
To test the two predictions of the argument of divergent memories, I examine public and elite thinking in the two countries based on interviews, opinion surveys, parliamentary minutes, media data and official documents, and published foreign and
security policy analyses. Evidence suggests that during the Koizumi era the negative
emotions and perception of intentions derived from historiographic conflict worsened
the overall public image in each country, and such negative public opinion are capable
of constraining elite policy options. Elites show less emotional impulse than the public, but their mutual threat perception, concerns about relative gains and preferences
for tough policy options were heightened by divergent memories.
Testing Prediction 1: Chinese and Japanese Climate of Opinion
and Its Constraints on Policy

While regular opinion data are lacking in China, sporadic polls confirm that the general public mood increasingly turned against Japan during the Koizumi years. According to the surveys by the Institute of Japanese Studies (IJS) of the Chinese Academy of
Social Sciences (CASS), in 2002 only 5.9 percent of Chinese respondents felt close to
Japan while 43.3 percent felt “not close,” and in 2004 those feeling “not close” rose
rapidly to 53.6 percent.98 Another poll jointly conducted in China and Japan in 2005
shows that most Chinese respondents thought bilateral relations were “not good,” and
overwhelmingly blamed Japan for bilateral tension.99
Japanese public opinion about China conforms to this pattern. According to the
Cabinet Office’s annual Public Poll on Diplomacy (Figure 2), during the Koizumi
administration those who felt “not close” to China surpassed those who felt “close,” and
the gap between the two widened sharply in 2004–05. Additionally, in 2001 China
replaced South Korea as the third least favorite country of the Japanese public (Figure 3).
Further, bilateral memory divergence was directly responsible for this negative
change in Chinese and Japanese public mood. The memory gap is manifest in joint
polls conducted by Asahi Shimbun and the Chinese People’s University in 1997 and
2002. In 1997, majorities of both the Japanese (58 percent) and Chinese (86 percent)
public considered Japan’s war compensation to China inadequate. However, when
asked what the Japanese government should do regarding history 74 percent of
Chinese respondents, compared to only 35 percent of the Japanese, picked contrition
choices including “heartfelt apology,” “monetary compensation,” or “enhancing history education,” while only 20 percent of the Chinese and 61 percent of the Japanese
chose “constructing a new cooperative relationship unconstrained by the past.” Five
years later, still 87 percent of the Chinese but only 44 percent of the Japanese respondents agreed that Japanese compensation was insufficient. Regarding government policy, Chinese respondents demanding Japanese contrition increased to 85 percent,
while those Japanese advocating new cooperation increased to 67 percent.100
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FIGURE 2
JAPANESE POPULAR FEELINGS OF CLOSENESS TO CHINA, 2000–2006.
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The increasingly conflictual Chinese and Japanese war memories elicited strong
mutual antipathy in public sentiment. In China, polls clearly demonstrated public
emotions of historical grievances toward Japan. According to the same poll by the IJS
in 2004, when asked why they did not feel close to Japan, the most selected reason
(61.7 percent) was “Japan has not done real self-reflection on its history of aggression
against China,” and the second most selected reason (26 percent) was “Japan invaded
China in modern history,” but only 6.9 percent of respondents said “because Japan
formed a military alliance with the US and poses a security threat to China.” This poll
also suggests that the perceived lack of historical contrition considerably fueled
Chinese public perceptions of a Japanese threat, for they believed an unrepentant
Japan would become aggressive again. Therefore, they were sensitive to Japanese
military and diplomatic activism. In a separate question in the IJS poll, 54.8 percent of
Chinese respondents worried about Japan embarking on a militarist path again,
compared with 30.9 percent who felt the opposite. As a result, 57 percent of
respondents opposed Japan’s permanent membership in the UN Security Council,
while only 11.8 percent gave support or conditional support; additionally, more
respondents believed Japan should act as an economic (49 percent) or peaceful power
(38.6 percent), rather than a military (8 percent) or political (8.2 percent) power, in
international and regional affairs.
In contrast, the Japanese people remembered the war as a miserable experience for
the nation itself, while largely filtering out the memory of Japan’s wrongdoings
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FIGURE 3
JAPANESE PUBLIC’S THREE LEAST FAVORITE COUNTRIES, 1995–2004.
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regarding other Asian peoples.101 Further, while many felt sorry for Japan’s wartime
actions, the majority of the Japanese public rejected the Chinese argument that more
Japanese contrition was the key to constructing bilateral friendship today. As the
Chinese protested the lack of Japanese contrition with increasing bitterness, the
Japanese were fed up with the seemingly endless pressure. Allen Whiting observes an
“action–reaction syndrome” in the decline of favorable Japanese attitudes to China in
1985–86 in response to both Beijing’s Japan-bashing campaign and Chinese student
demonstrations against Japan.102 This pattern reappeared after anti-Japanese demonstrations broke out in China in 2005. Lacking empathy with the Chinese people’s
grievances that had sparked the demonstrations, many Japanese found China an
unreasonable or even “scary” country.103 Reacting to widespread animosity in China,
the public mood in Japan was at best described as “chilled,” helping to explain the
sharp decline of their feelings of affinity towards China.
The memory-derived negative emotions and perception of hostile intentions
turned the Chinese and Japanese “climate of opinion” so much against each other that
in recent years they gave rise to strong public preferences for hard-line policy options
on specific issues of bilateral disputes.
Much of the power of Chinese public opinion came from the considerable opening
up of Chinese society in the past decade. Since the 1990s a considerable segment of
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Chinese urbanites have begun to follow international news closely and participate in
policy debates, especially on internet bulletin board systems (BBS). Regarding the SinoJapanese EEZ disputes, for example, after Tokyo granted test-drilling rights to Teikoku
Oil in the disputed sea area in July 2005, Chinese online chat-rooms were filled with
anti-Japanese messages. Some even accused this act of “the new manifestation of Japan’s
expansionist and aggressive consciousness in WWII.”104 One message claimed “not a
single drop of oil can be conceded to Japan! This is the principle of national interest . . .
Hope some leaders will not do stupid things . . . Please change earlier policies on behalf
of national interest and shout to Japan: ‘No!’. . .”105 To be fair, these radical “patriots”
did not represent the entire Chinese population. The fact that they were far more vocal
than moderate citizens helped them set the tone for policy debate on the internet, the
most open and dynamic public realm of discourse in China, and made them a particularly powerful constituency supporting anti-Japanese policies under the authoritarian
Chinese regime.
Not only resigned to expressing their feelings in the non-propaganda mass media,
in recent years China’s “attentive public” has actively pushed for confrontation with
Japan through two forms of policy advocacy: internet signature campaigns and mass
demonstrations. In 2003, for example, tens of thousands of Chinese “netizens” joined
a petition to oppose the choice of Japanese Shinkansen technology for the Beijing–
Shanghai high-speed rail link because of Japan’s denial of war guilt. In another largescale campaign from late March 2005, tens of millions of Chinese around the world
signed internet petitions to oppose Japan’s bid for permanent membership on the UN
Security Council, again citing the history of World War II as the basis of opposition.106
This campaign also triggered the largest anti-Japanese demonstrations seen in China
since the mid-1980s.
To what extent were Chinese policymakers constrained by such hawkish public
opinion toward Japan? Students of Chinese public opinion believe its power has
increased significantly over the past decade.107 One sign of this is the growing attention that Chinese policymakers are paying to public opinion on foreign affairs, presumably to avoid going against the general tide of public sentiment. Government
agencies now run BBS on the internet to directly observe and moderate public policy debates. The “Strong Nation Forum” (Qiangguo Luntan) run by the People’s
Daily, the mouthpiece of party propaganda, and the “China Diplomacy Forum”
(Zhongguo Waijiao Luntan) run by the Foreign Ministry frequently invite government officials as well as foreign affairs scholars and analysts to exchange views with
netizens. In these discussions netizens have raised questions on such sensitive issues
as the Yasukuni Shrine, island disputes, and the ECS conflict, and then explicitly
demanded that the Chinese government make no concession to Japan.108 After the
anti-Japanese demonstrations of April 2005 Beijing assembled a number of foreign
affairs experts, including the moderate former diplomat Wu Jianmin, to give a series
of lectures at universities in order to guide the “patriotic enthusiasm” of young students.109 A Foreign Ministry official claimed government policy must follow
national interest rather than public opinion; yet he also admitted public opinion
needed guidance lest it “disturb our work.”110 This indicates that Chinese policymakers indeed felt public pressure when making decisions.
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While the Chinese government may not follow popular demands in a straightforward
way, the overall anti-Japanese public mood can promote hard-line elites while serving
to isolate or weaken the domestic position of the moderates, and therefore indirectly
sway government policy. During 2000–02 high-ranking officials like Premier Zhu
Rongji and Zeng Qinghong emphasized bilateral friendship and downplayed the history issue in diplomatic settings. The foreign media saw these gestures as signs of a
“New Thinking,” meaning that Beijing might be willing to transcend the history burden when dealing with Japan. But Chinese internet chat rooms fiercely attacked Zhu
for “accommodating the Japanese too much.”111 The Chinese Foreign Ministry also
received complaints from the public calling Foreign Minister Tang Jiaxuan “a traitor
who gives way to Japan.”112
When the fourth-generation leader Hu Jintao took power in 2002, he and the Foreign Ministry were eager to seek a breakthrough in Sino-Japanese relations. But their
plan was soon stranded due to the rejection of “New Thinking” in both popular and
elite debates during 2002–03.113 Vowing to “keep intimate with the people” and construct a “harmonious society,” Hu and Premier Wen Jiabao openly committed to listening to public voices when making policies. Careful observers of Chinese politics
argue Hu and Wen’s pro-people gesture was mainly aimed at preventing major social
crises in China, but it also meant that they could not defy the prevailing public opinion. They certainly drew lessons from the “mistake” of Hu Yaobang, the pro-Japan
party general secretary of the 1980s, who was forced to step down in part because antiJapanese student demonstrations had weakened his power.114 Additionally, during his
first few years in office Hu Jintao needed support from Jiang to consolidate power,
forcing him to uphold his predecessor’s policy lines, including the explicit linkage
between the halting of visits to the Yasukuni Shrine and the resumption of state visits.115 Therefore the new Chinese leaders were compelled by the pressure of public
opinion and factional politics to toughen their attitude towards Koizumi.
As the Chinese policymaking process is opaque, it is hard to gauge precisely how
much public pressure directly translated into specific policy changes. But this author’s
interviews with Chinese elites in May 2006 reveal that public opinion indeed hindered
open-minded policy debates and limited policy options towards Japan. On the ECS
dispute, for example, Chinese international analysts were split regarding how China
should handle the issue: some advocated no concessions on any Chinese national
interest, while others emphasized that joint exploration would benefit both sides.
Aside from this, almost everyone interviewed felt the government could not really
challenge the predominantly hawkish public opinion to make substantial compromise.
Some explicitly drew an analogy between the ECS and Taiwan issues, both a matter of
territorial sovereignty and national dignity, on which concession was ruled out. In
addition, the majority of interviewees expressed caution about what they could say in
public regarding policy towards Japan lest they personally become targets of popular
nationalism. This indicates that a certain degree of “public censorship” existed in
China, setting limits for elite policy debates on Japan. This does not mean that the
government could not take ad hoc measures to temporarily de-escalate a dispute in
order to avert a serious crisis; however, concerns about public opposition still effectively precluded bold government efforts toward cooperation.
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Similarly, the Japanese public increasingly objected to conciliatory measures
towards China as their feeling of closeness and trust towards China waned. In early
April 2005 Mombusho approved a contentious history book that was criticized for
whitewashing Japan’s wartime aggression and its claim that the Senkaku and
Takeshima (also claimed by South Korea) Islands belonged to Japan. While the textbook, on top of Koizumi’s Yasukuni visits, spurred anti-Japanese demonstrations in
China, polls showed that most Japanese people (57 percent) supported the textbook’s
description of the islands.116 The aforementioned poll of Japan Junior Chamber members also showed that even those interested in promoting Sino-Japanese friendship and
business links often wanted the government to say no to China. Additionally, since
the end of the 1990s the mass media in Japan has shown a largely unfavorable attitude
toward China.117 Major newspaper Sankei Shimbun is known for being negative about
China, while Yomiuri Shimbun and even the traditionally left-leaning Asahi Shimbun
are more critical of China than before.118
How much then did Japanese public policy preferences translate into foreign policy
constraints? Students of Japanese policymaking traditionally emphasize an elitist
model and dismiss the role of public opinion.119 Especially over foreign policymaking,
public opinion lacks direct influence because foreign affairs are rarely important campaign issues in Japanese elections. Nevertheless, studies show that the democratically
elected government in Japan is generally unwilling to defy public opinion when making policies. John Emmerson says, “the voice of public opinion being louder in Japan
than in most democracies, the Japanese leadership was never insensitive to the effect
on the public of its decisions and actions.”120 Besides the pressure for political accountability, a strong cultural norm of consensus-building in Japan also encourages the government to accommodate various views rather than to practice a “tyranny of the
majority.”121 Paul Midford suggests that the consensus norms actually “enhance the
role of public opinion, especially the views of vocal minorities and their representatives in the Diet.”122
The effect of public opinion tends to be greater in a more competitive political
environment and over sensitive policy issues. With the reform of the electoral system
and increased electoral competition from the mid-1990s, members of the Diet (whose
political status was determined by election) became more cautious when handling foreign policy issues that received a high level of attention in the press and among the citizenry, such as the island and ECS disputes and Official Development Aid (ODA)
policy. They even held direct policy dialogues with the electorate to ensure their policy advocacy would reflect the public’s views. Japanese Diet debates are a relatively
transparent channel through which the public, especially those attentive to political
issues, can directly advocate policy and scrutinize policy implementation.123 In addition, the enhanced policymaking capability of the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP)
gaiko-zoku (diplomacy tribe) and their members’ close connection with the Gaimusho
officials also enabled parliamentarians to influence foreign policymaking.124
Another way in which public opinion constrains Japanese foreign policy is, similar
to the China case, by affecting elite politics. In Japan, the opinions of strong majorities
can bolster certain popular leaders while weakening others who lose public favor.125
Prime Minister Koizumi was one of the most popular leaders in the nation’s postwar
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history. The Japanese public’s love for him was based less on his policy performance
than on his reformist orientation, decisive personality, and determination to resist
foreign pressure.126 His insistence on visiting Yasukuni annually was a tactic of both
electoral strategy and populist politics; having never before been to the Shrine,
Koizumi promised Nihon Izokukai on the eve of the LDP presidential race in 2001 to
pay annual visits after entering office, thus gaining the support of this powerful political
group.127 Though strongly protested by Asian governments and criticized domestically,
even by other conservative politicians, including former prime ministers Nakasone and
Hashimoto, his Yasukuni visits won him considerable public admiration.128
During the Koizumi era, other hawkish Japanese leaders, such as Abe Shinzo, also
enjoyed high popularity. Abe had been known for his tough position on North Korea
when appointed Koizumi’s Chief Cabinet Secretary in 2005. He was also one of the
most vocal supporters of Koizumi’s controversial shrine visits.129 Abe’s hard-line
image won him a clear advantage over his more experienced but moderate rival,
Fukuda Yasuo, during the LDP presidential race in September 2006. Another hawk in
the Koizumi government was Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry (METI)
minister Nakagawa Shoichi. Also a hard-core nationalist and close aide to Abe, Nakagawa favored a confrontational position vis-à-vis China and played a major role in
stirring up the ECS disputes, which will be discussed further below.
By the time these hard-line leaders ascended to power, the older generation of proChina politicians like Nonaka Hiromu had faded out of the scene. The moderate
“China School” within the Gaimusho also suffered a clear decline of power.130 Plus the
overall negative tone of public opinion and media reporting about China, in recent
years pro-Chinese voices in academia, press, and policy circles were muted. So when
sensitive bilateral disputes erupt, the media highlighting and hard-liners’ open bashing
of China’s “misconduct” could quickly incite Japanese public sentiment against China,
and the public pressure in turn would empower the hard-liners to push for a confrontational policy.
This interactive process between the leaders, public and press can be illustrated
by the case of the ECS disputes. The incident started at the end of May 2004 when
Japanese media reported that China had started the construction at the Chunxiao gas
field. Soon major Japanese newspapers were flooded with criticisms of not only
China for violating Japan’s interests but also of the government for lack of fast,
resolute action.131 The Japanese government scrambled to establish an inter-agency
committee under the prime minister to deal with the matter, and on June 21 Foreign
Minister Kawaguchi Yoriko asked her Chinese counterpart Li Zhaoxing for data on
Chinese gas exploration. While Gaimusho agreed to review Li’s proposal about joint
development in ECS and promised to “keep in touch with each other through the
diplomatic channel,” METI minister Nakagawa’s intervention at this point precluded cool-headed diplomacy and quickened escalation.132 On June 23 Nakagawa
boarded a Japan Coast Guard helicopter and flew over Chunxiao to inspect Chinese
gas field, which immediately caught public attention. He then spoke to the press on
June 29 that China had failed to respond to Japan’s data request, so he wanted Japan
to conduct its own survey. Although the foreign ministries of both sides repeatedly
urged “peaceful consultations” by early July, the heat and pressure that the media
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and Nakagawa had generated in Japan were already too strong for the government
to resist. The Japanese survey went ahead on July 7.
In mid-October the two foreign ministries agreed to hold their first working level
talk on ECS, and China temporarily suspended exploration activities. Yet shortly
before the talk Nakagawa fueled the tension by telling Fuji TV that he had information that Beijing had granted Chinese companies the rights to explore natural gas in
Japan’s EEZ. He stressed that Japan could be placed at a greater disadvantage if Tokyo
failed to say “what it needs to say.”133 On October 20, a group of about 90 nonpartisan
lawmakers exerted more pressure on the government by adopting a resolution
demanding that Gaimusho act firmly against Beijing to defend Japanese resources.134
Not surprisingly, the negotiation held on October 25 failed to make any progress, as
the situation at home prevented Gaimusho from softening its position.
In February 2005 Nakagawa again seized news headline by telling TV audience
that it was “highly likely” that Chinese exploration activities were crossing the
median line into Japan’s EEZ. He then asserted that testing drilling for Japan in the
area was “naturally an option.”135 After that the media drumbeat of support for
Japanese test drilling pressed on and pressure in the Diet remained high. In March
2005 the opposition DPJ introduced a draft bill calling for government protection of
Japanese oil companies engaged in exploration. And in April members from LDP,
Komeito and DPJ took a plane to inspect China’s exploration activities in ECS.136 A
keyword search of Diet session proceedings on “gas field” during the climax of the
disputes also shows that Japanese parliamentarians, serving as the spokespersons for
their constituencies, constantly grilled cabinet members and officials for being “too
soft” on Chinese provocation and failing to protect Japan’s national interest.137 Not
only LDP politicians but also opposition party members frequently spoke in favor
of tough policies against China in the Diet, citing an “upwelling of public
emotions.”138 While Chinese and Japanese diplomats managed to hold their second
talk on the ECS issue at the end of May, Nakagawa again spoiled the atmosphere
right before the talk, when he blasted China for continuing gas exploration while
trying to hold talks with Japan. He said, “It is like shaking hands with the right hand
and striking with the left hand.”139 Soon after the fruitless May talk, METI
announced it would grant drilling rights to Japan’s Teikoku Oil.
Again, in September, only one day after Gaimusho announced that it would hold
another talk with China, Nakagawa bluntly told the media that the Japanese government
would “do its duty” to ensure the safety of Teikoku employees engaged in drilling,
which in the eyes of China implied Japan’s willingness to risk military conflict.140 Thus
bilateral tension was pushed to new heights. In mid-October, the Yomiuri Shimbun
published a public poll in which 70 percent of Japanese respondents thought China
should suspend its gas exploration in ECS, and 65 percent said that if China refused to
stop, Japan should develop its own gas fields in the region.141 Apparently propelled by
the prevailing public sentiment favoring a tough stance vis-à-vis China, both ruling LDP
and the opposition DPJ accelerated legislative efforts to protect Japan’s gas exploration
in ECS. The tension only relaxed after Nakagawa left METI to become Koizumi’s
Agriculture Minister in November, and the two governments began more frequent
diplomatic talks from early 2006.

Contemporary Sino-Japanese Relations

185

This brief review of the ECS disputes indicates that through sensational reports and
inflammatory speeches the media and politicians could dramatize certain foreign policy issue and quickly arouse an upsurge of nationalistic public mood. The powerful
tide of public opinion then motivated actors across the political spectrum to push for a
resolute stance vis-à-vis the other country. Leading the boisterous chorus of “defending national interest” and “go tough against China,” hawks like Nakagawa gained
both personal fame and political clout, utilizing which they applied heavy influence in
government policy deliberation. True, not all Japanese politicians called for confrontation with China, but the hawks gained the upper hand over the moderates. The
Gaimusho, constantly prodded by the media and Nakagawa and fearing more damage
to its credibility, could not afford to show any sign of “softness.” As its Chinese counterpart faced a similar plight at home, reaching a diplomatic compromise on the issue
was far out of reach despite repeated negotiations.
Testing Prediction 2: Historical Memory and Chinese and Japanese Elite Perception

The perception of Japan by Chinese elites shows considerable apprehension about the
security implication of the perceived Japanese denial of war responsibility, indicating
the effect of the mechanism of intention. During the Koizumi era, a normal pattern in
the official Chinese media was to link Japan’s war memory explicitly with the possibility that its past militarism might reappear and prove the notion that Japan was an
untrustworthy country. For example, in July 2003 the People’s Daily published a
lengthy editorial, raising sharp questions about the “New Thinking” on Japan. Replying to the question “Is Japan’s seeking the status of a big military power a normal pursuit?” the author claimed:
Generally speaking, of course, a country has a right to . . . establish and develop its
own national defense strength; however, for Japan, the circumstances are not
exactly the same. There are two reasons for this: First, in the past Japan has
launched many wars of aggression, causing extremely big disasters and harm. Up
to now, it has refused to admit and show remorse for its crimes in the war of
aggression against China . . . Second, Japan’s military strength has exceeded its
defense needs. Japan’s foreign security policy has gradually exceeded the boundary of “for defense only” . . . How can it be possible that people are not worried
about a Japan which has refused to show remorse for its war of aggression, which
is wantonly developing its military power, which has abandoned the policy of “for
defense only,” and which is planning to revise its constitution of peace?
The author insisted that the Yasukuni issue and Japan’s rightwing distortion of history
must be treated as matters of principle, and “this principle cannot be shaken.” “As
Japan’s neighboring country and as a country that has been subjected to Japanese
aggression, China must maintain vigilance against the right-deviation posture of
Japan’s politics,” urged the author.142
While the official rhetoric might be politically manipulated for the purpose of
propaganda, Chinese strategic analyses on Japan, published in academic and policyoriented journals designed to influence government policy, also demonstrated a genuine
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disapproval of Japan’s historiography and deep dissatisfaction about its lack of sincere
contrition, based on which they strongly suspected what Japan’s future intent might
be. For example, one author opined, “while its military power increase does not necessarily mean Japan would be entangled in military conflict, such risk should not be
ignored . . . And if to consider the rising Japanese nationalist thoughts that lack correct
understanding of the history, one may argue that Japan would become the biggest factor of instability in Asia.”143 Other Chinese analysts believed that Japan would not
have increased its military power in the first place if it had truly come to terms with its
past. Another author claimed the same nationalist and militarist thoughts that had
caused Japanese aggression in the past remained influential in Japan, which could
justify its historical amnesia, eliminate its sense of national shame, and remove the
psychological obstacles keeping the country from becoming a great military power.144
A keyword search in the China Academic Journals database shows the vast majority of the total of 67 analytical articles (excluding news pieces and articles introducing
specific Japanese weapon systems) within the military category of “Japan” published
during 2004–05 warned of a fast-increasing Japanese military power and its strategic
assertiveness. Of these, 34 articles explicitly claimed this trend in the Japanese military
to be occurring which, compounded with the surge of revisionist historiography in
Japan, was particularly dangerous.145 The same pattern appeared in this author’s interviews of Chinese elites as well, where 14 out of the total 20 interviewees expressed
concerns about Japan’s strategic intent as result of its failure to face the past. The data
suggest that a significant proportion of Chinese analysts were affected by the memoryderived mechanism of intention in addition to pure material calculation.
Similarly, a closer look at the Japanese perception of China suggests that disapproval by elites in the way that China handled the history of the war was also an
important, if not the only, factor that stimulated Japanese uneasiness about a potential
China threat.
From the Chinese perspective, its “hundred-year humiliation” under foreign imperialist aggression explained Chinese indignation towards the Japanese distortion of
history and justified China’s assertiveness in foreign and defense affairs today as history seemed to show a country would only suffer if it was weak and docile. But the
Chinese perspective did not impress the Japanese, who interpreted the history quite
differently. Japanese hardliners tried to exonerate Japan’s war guilt and blamed other
countries for imposing the war on Japan. Nakanishi Terumasa from the Kyoto University,
for instance, argued that the real cause of the Manchuria Incident was the rampant
anti-Japanese revolts in China that violated Japan’s “legitimate rights” there, and that
the soft-kneed Foreign Minister Shidehara Kijuro at the time was a real war criminal.146 In a special series published in the conservative magazine Shokun in February
2006, “History Lectures: If Told by China Like That, Respond Like This!”, about 30
Japanese scholars and intellectuals each penned a rebuttal to the Chinese view on a historical event, such as the Manchuria Incident, Nanjing Massacre, and Japanese colonization of Taiwan.
Even those who admitted Japanese aggression generally rejected China’s history
bashing as they believed Japan had been a peaceful country after the war and made
considerable efforts to atone for its guilt. Kitaoka Shinichi, Deputy Ambassador to the
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UN and a professor from the University of Tokyo, argued that China itself renounced
war compensation for political reasons, but Japan apologized to China many times
and provided China with economic aid. Admitting that Japanese apologies were not as
forthright as Germany’s, Kitaoka claimed Japanese war crimes were no comparison to
the genocidal Holocaust. He also criticized the history distortion in China’s own
textbooks, and defended that Koizumi’s shrine visits and Japanese textbooks did not
glorify aggression.147
If China’s assertive attitude was unjustifiable in the historical and present contexts, Japanese elites believed that China was developing a dangerous nationalist
trend seeking to shake off national humiliation through the resurrection of a “greater
Chinese empire.” Although it might be far-fetched to think China would come after
Japan in a revanchist move right away, they were afraid it would act more aggressively in the region and threaten the interest of its neighbors. The director of RIPS,
Watanabe Akio, applauded China’s thesis of a “peaceful rise” as the first step to having sound great power consciousness. But he also suggested that by emphasizing the
history of “hundred-year humiliation” and eulogizing the “glorious resurrection of
the Chinese nation,” this thesis betrayed the deep-seated resentment and sense of
inferiority, and raised the suspicion that China was attempting to rebuild the old
dream of the “China Order.”148 A Japanese expert on the Chinese military, Hiramatsu Shigeo, noted that beginning in 1949 the CCP leaders aspired to restore the
great Chinese empire that had been eroded by Western imperialist aggression; their
ambition was to bring the broad “frontier regions” into the empire and dominate
Asia, without any respect for the national sovereignty of neighboring countries. Thus
Hiramatsu saw China’s military buildup and active intervention in Taiwan and the
ECS as clear indicators of its expansionist intention rather than for legitimate selfdefense purposes.149
Furthermore, Japanese elites felt that China intentionally used the history card,
either to scapegoat Japan for domestic political reasons, or to seize the high moral
ground and relegate Japan to a subordinate position in the overall bilateral relationship. Nakanishi claimed that China’s recent infringement of Japan’s sovereignty rights
in the ECS and the anti-Japanese riots had simply repeated the historical pattern stemming from the Manchuria Incident that Japan was always the first foreign country to
be targeted whenever the Chinese nation tried to reunify itself; China used the
Yasukuni Shrine and textbook issues to cover up its domestic political machination.150
Kitaoka was frustrated that China had cited history in denying Japan a greater role in
the new world order, by thwarting the Japanese bid for UN Security Council permanent membership, and blowing the whistle on Japanese militarism whenever the SDF
went overseas to make an “international contribution.”151 Several other hawkish elites,
like Nakajima Mineo and Noda Nobuo, bluntly claimed the relationship with China
was not mutually beneficial because China still thought of East Asia as the “tributary
international order,” and its harsh bashing of Japan on the history issue was just one
link in building this order. They urged the Japanese government to reject the “diplomacy of atonement” (shokuzai) or “diplomacy of being outranked” (kuraimake
gaiko), but to instead take a strategy of opposition (taiko), or showdown (taiketsu)
towards China.152
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To be fair, not all Japanese elites held such hard-line views. Some moderates tended
to strike a balance between Chinese and Japanese responsibility for the history disputes. Tanaka Akihiko, a leading scholar on Chinese studies, stated that many historical problems occurred because Japan had first provoked, and then China and South
Korea responded by condemnation. Former senior diplomat Okamoto Yukio also
argued that Japan could have apologized to China more thoroughly to resolve the history issue. But both Tanaka and Okamoto attributed the anti-Japanese demonstrations in the spring of 2005 to China’s patriotic education that gave rise to a stereotyped
image of Japan and the rapid spread of internet use in China that instantly mobilized
mass movement.153 Others disagreed that Beijing intentionally used anti-Japanese
patriotic education to promote national cohesion, instead believing Koizumi’s
Yasukuni visits and the Japanese textbooks had stimulated popular Chinese animosity.
But they also expressed deep concerns about the radical emotions among Chinese
young people, who misperceived the present Japan as militaristic and wanted all
Japanese to be eliminated.154 Thus even the moderate elites worried that Chinese
nationalism derived from history could spin out of control and propel antagonistic
Chinese actions towards Japan.
In short, similar to the way it caused Chinese suspicion of Japanese militarist ambition, adherence to its own historical view also elicited strong disapproval and deep
worry in Japan regarding China’s approach to international affairs. Furthermore, both
sides felt self-righteous regarding their own behavior, without realizing that such
behaviors might have appeared provocative and even threatening to the other country.
Such mutual misperception is a classic recipe for the security dilemma.
Thus the mechanisms of emotion and intention derived from divergent historical
memories functioned as a force multiplier for Chinese and Japanese mutual security
concerns. When the prospect of their cooperation or rivalry appears indeterminate
based on a purely capability-based realist perspective, the history factor could reinforce the intention-based perception of mutual threats and propel the tendency of
worst-casing among elites. As we know, Japan’s international specialists outside the
government routinely participate in advisory committees to give input to government
policymaking. In China, from the post-Deng years there has been a so-called “thickening of the elite” that involves more specialists both within government bureaucracy
and outside the government in the policy deliberation and decision-making process.155
Assuming that these elites had significant influence over foreign policymaking, their
opinions should have been a driving force behind the government’s decision to shun
conciliatory policy options towards the other country during the Koizumi years.

Conclusions and Policy Implications
I have argued that the increased Sino-Japanese economic interdependence was a weak
stabilizing force for their political ties. Instead, a “hot economy, cold politics” paradox
appeared during the Koizumi years, when bilateral commercial ties continued to grow
while the political relationship spiraled downward. It is possible that the constraining
effect of economic interdependence will be more pronounced if war becomes a real
danger. Yet economic ties cannot be counted on to moderate government positions
over diplomatic and political friction that fall short of violent escalation, contrary to
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the optimistic proposition of the commercial liberals. It should be noted that the
power of realpolitik can pull things in an opposite direction. Since the Cold War, the
reemergence of traditional patterns of a regional power struggle have been aggravated
by the uneven economic growth of China and Japan. These factors have generated
mutual security concerns about a profound power transition and the international
instability that may accompany it.
However, these realist security concerns do not pre-determine a Sino-Japanese
strategic rivalry in the foreseeable future. Unlikely to develop a true strategic partnership due to the lack of a common security threat, China and Japan still have a significant overlap in both economic and security interests. Additionally, despite its quick
rise, China’s power is still far from reaching parity with Japan as its true competitor.
Neither do their sovereignty and resource disputes involve vital national interests,
meaning that strategic confrontation over these disputes is not warranted if one is to
focus on short-term material interest calculations.
Again, policymakers should not be overly optimistic about the future development
of Sino-Japanese relations even if a conflict in fundamental interests or a major shift in
the balance of power are lacking. A high degree of uncertainty exists precisely because
there is no clear-cut motivation for them to balance against or cooperate with one
another. What can sway the pendulum in the future is the perception of both long-term
power trends and mutual intent, which is of concern to more fine-grained realists.
First, if the current disparity in growth between China and Japan continues for an
extended period, it will indeed alter the structural setting in East Asia and increase the
likelihood of a Sino-Japanese strategic rivalry. Additionally, Sino-Japanese relations
do not unfold in an isolated world; particularly their future balance of power could
cause the US–Japan alliance to respond in a variety of different ways, which in turn
would significantly impact the dynamics between both China and Japan.
Second, to revisit Thompson’s rivalry theory, categorization of strategic rivalry is
not totally determined by states’ material power, but also hinges on an actors’ interpretation of the intentions of others, and so “is very much a social-psychological process.”156 Chinese and Japanese perceptions of mutual intent tend to be influenced first
by their current behaviors, including each other’s assertive military posture and alignment actions. Besides each other’s external behaviors, the frequent flare-up of bilateral
historiographic disputes can also exacerbate mutual perception of threatening intentions and generate popular emotional pressure for hard-line government policies
towards the other country. Thus, the combination of the uncertain structural environment and unmitigated clash of memories between the two countries could breed a
security dilemma and inadvertently pit the two states against one another strategically.
To stop the power of historical memory from plaguing bilateral relations, Beijing and
Tokyo need first to refrain from politicizing the history issue in state propaganda and the
diplomatic arena. In fact, some Chinese elites have recommended Beijing discard the counterproductive “history card” employed for winning diplomatic bargaining or catering to
the domestic audience.157 Moreover, Japanese leaders should avoid such provocative
actions as visits to the Yasukuni Shrine and “slips of the tongue” glorifying Japan’s history
of aggression. Prime Minister Abe’s refraining from Yasukuni since he took power has
created a favorable atmosphere allowing the two governments to repair diplomatic ties.
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Besides these immediate measures, the two governments should also make longterm efforts to resolve their conflict over war memories, particularly through a joint
history investigation. As one of the first steps to mend relations after Abe succeeded
Koizumi, the two governments launched a joint study of history involving historians
from both two sides.158 This is a significant step forward from the sporadic historians’
dialogues of the mid-1980s that lacked official endorsement. This does not mean, however, that the two sides will quickly reach a consensus on every aspect of war history,
especially after quarreling for decades over the issue.159 Even after the joint report is
due in 2008, consistent, long-term dialogue between Chinese and Japanese historians
should continue. Furthermore, the joint history project faces two big challenges existing in previous programs. The first is the difficulty not just to criticize the biases and
distortions in the other country’s history textbooks but also to conduct serious selfcriticism regarding the national myths in one’s nation’s own history writing. The second is the problem of official intervention, which tends to create political barriers for
rigorous, candid joint investigation into historical events by professional historians.160
To secure a long-term solution to the negative legacy of bilateral war history, both
governments must learn to keep history out of politics, and politics out of history.
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